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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a true story, though some names and details have been changed.




PRAYING FOR DEATH

I had a meeting with the editor of a lifestyle magazine. I was pitching a story covering one of the lantern festivals in Taiwan—a cultural gala held for the gods that ends in pyrotechnic lunacy. When the locals settle down for the evening, crash-helmeted youths take to the streets in an attempt to remove one another’s heads with fifty-dollar rockets. The editor raised an eyebrow. It was clear that, for the first time since sitting down, I had his full attention. He looked so excited, as he sat there scribbling notes, that I assumed the story was in the bag. Flight tickets needed to be booked, lightweight shirts and a pair of good-quality safety goggles needed purchasing.

“Do people die?” he asked.

“Not that I’m aware of,” I replied, slightly amused by the directness of the question.

The editor slumped back in his seat without even a cursory attempt at hiding his disappointment. We moved on quickly to the next pitch, but I never got his full attention again. If only one of the pesky little brats would die, I thought, I could be on my way to Taiwan.

But it was not to be. Of the five stories I was pitching that day none of them offered a single death, and, so it seemed, none of the stories were commissioned. It was an error on my part. This was a men’s lifestyle magazine. I knew they wanted entertainment, I just hadn’t realized at that point just how entertaining death was.

I was so out of tune with death that I didn’t even see the stories when I was virtually tripping over them. Shortly after the editorial pitch, when leaving my apartment building, I came across a man wearing a balaclava and clasping a gun. He was lying facedown in the street. I did not run back upstairs for my camera or indeed even smell a story. I just walked by, mumbling the words fucking idiot.

For me, a dead body outside my front door was simply not possible. This wasn’t my life. This kind of thing didn’t happen in my neighborhood. This was Copenhagen, land of rickety bicycles and beautiful women. Gunmen? Get out of here! So I stepped over the bugger, looking around for the camera, totally believing this was some kind of stupid Candid Camera thing. I wasn’t going to be the idiot being laughed at on some cheesy cable show. Oh, no. Not me. Watch, I am just going to step over him and go about my business.

When I returned five minutes later, the whole street was taped off. It was real. The man had been in a shootout outside a hash club one street away from my apartment. He had been shot in the stomach, had stumbled away and then collapsed outside my building.

The only photograph in the papers the next day was of his red balaclava, alone and stranded in the road.Even then I didn’t get it. It wasn’t until I relayed the story to one of my friends, who said, “And you call yourself a journalist?” that I thought, Yeah, maybe I should stop calling myself that.

A few weeks later the penny finally dropped. I woke up with the eye-popping realization that death was a money machine. I found myself writing an article on gaming, and while reading through a gaming magazine I came across the following ad copy for the WingMan Force joystick:

Psychiatrists say it’s important to feel something when you kill. When you kill without feeling, you’re just another heartless sociopath. That’s why you need Logitech’s WingMan Force Joystick …


That’s right. You can feel the recoil of the gun. You can straddle the boundary between reality and fiction. I was blown away by the advert, even admired the cleverness of how it spoke to its target audience. Yet, at the same time, and also for the very same reason, I was appalled by it. Part of me couldn’t believe it had actually been allowed into print, into a publication read by impressionable youths. On another level, even though I am not and can’t imagine that I ever will be a gamer, it spoke directly to me. It made me realize that if I was going to continue making my living writing feature articles for lifestyle magazines, I would have to master this death-as-entertainment business. I was going to have to get closer to Death, maybe even carry his scythe.

My subsequent investigations didn’t lead me to Death himself. Instead, they led me to a man named Neal Smither, who, if not actually one of Death’s litter, must be at the bare minimum a cousin.

On any given day Neal Smither can be found swinging about on the velvety coattails of Death’s outer garment; grinning like a man who has just hatched a master plan for world domination, screaming the words Praying for death, baby! to the many and varied media outlets that form orderly queues in front of him. This death he prays for is not his own, but yours. You see, Death and Neal Smither, as well as being related, are in the same line of business. It’s as if Death, after one day splattering somebody against the wall of a recently decorated living room, stood back, admired the bloody mess, and thought, There’s coin to be made here.

Neal’s company is called Crime Scene Cleaners, Inc. His slogan, the tagline that sits beneath the name on the side of his truck, is: HOMICIDES, SUICIDES & ACCIDENTAL DEATHS. Neal makes his living cleaning up the remains of the less fortunate. Whichever route into the bright light you may take, however messy the tunnel may become, Neal will happily clean you up for a standard fee.

“What can I tell ya, buddy? It’s better I do it than mom and pop, ’cause they don’t wanna be on their hands and knees collecting bits of skull fragment. They don’t wanna scrub the brains off the wall that little Johnny Dirtbag left behind just after he hit the crack pipe and stuck a twelve-gauge in his mouth.”

Even if harshly put, it is a fair point. Even the most skilled of debating teams would struggle to form a convincing, contrary argument.

Neal is about five feet six and drives a gigantic black truck with blacked-out windows. His short, dark hair is nearly always hidden under a baseball cap. Salesmanship is everything. Neal even speaks with a Texas accent because he says the southern drawl sounds more “honest,” more disarming. Neal, however, is from Capitola, California. He and Crime Scene Cleaners, Inc., are based in the San Francisco Bay Area.

My first reaction to Neal when I met him was one of shock. Where was the politeness associated with death? Where was the calm, polite guy who cleaned up the bloody mess to spare the loved ones the hurt and the pain? When I first called Neal to ask if I could write an article about him, I asked him what he was doing there and then.

“Oh, you know, same old, same old. Just sitting here praying for death, hoping some scumbag’s got the razor blade in his hand right about now.”

From my very first phone conversation with Neal, I knew his story was going to be an easy sell. I didn’t even try to place the article beforehand. I had no doubt that I would have a choice of buyers for this story. I focused on more immediate issues. Flight tickets needed to be booked, lightweight shirts and possibly a pair of good-quality safety goggles needed purchasing. A couple of days later I flew from New York to San Francisco and with an unplanned tire screech set off for the black dot I had penned on my map.


A DUDE GOT HIS FREAK ON

Two hours later, I was three steps behind Neal as he entered a motel room where somebody had recently committed suicide.

At that precise moment, as the motel door was pushed open, I was the happiest little feature writer on the planet.

I was in San Francisco.

I was loving my job.

“What we got? Oh, looky here! Chicks with dicks,” said Neal as we sauntered into the middle of the motel room. “Dude even brought his own DVD player. That shit’s a newer model than mine. Can you believe that shit?”

Neal surveyed the room while holding on to several DVD cases with covers for transvestite porn. On the bed the contents of a bag had been poured out. There were several porn magazines, the newest issue of Transformation, lots of unopened bills, and a lone and somewhat beached-looking rubber breast. On the table by the wall was an upturned,powder-encrusted vial that looked as if it had held cocaine. The table itself had a film of white dust over most of its surface. There were two coffee cups, an empty carton of Parliament cigarettes, and a packet of pills that had been half emptied. In one of the cups, floating in water, were some of the pills.

While the bed looked like something left by an unruly teenager who couldn’t wait to go out and see his friends, the table showed sadness. A dusty white void of loneliness befitting a room where somebody had recently killed himself. There’s no telling why the occupant had decided to take his own life. Was it the unpaid bills? Or was it some deeper sexual turmoil? You and I will never know. You and I don’t need to know. Analyzing why will not alter the underlying fact that the man was dead and Neal was there to clean up the mess left behind. All we knew was that the occupant’s name was James.

“Fuck. Dude got his freak on! One last freaky blowout before he went. Fucking freak! You see the table there, Alan? You know what that is?” asked Neal. “Crack!”

I was somewhat confused as I stood there checking out my surroundings, trying to get a sense of the energy left behind in the room. While I’d been scoping out the scene, Neal had done nothing but scope out the porn, laughing callously as he called out the titles and tossed the cases one by one onto the bed. But once the porn inspection had been completed Neal became confused. He paced around the room, searching. This was odd. The initial phone call had said that there was lots of blood to clean up. Yet, the room, while disheveled, was not at all bloody.

“Maybe the fucker OD’d—I hate the bitches that OD. I can’t make any money off an OD!” said Neal as he pushed the bathroom door slowly open. “Oh, I take it back, you weren’t a bitch. Come take a look at this, Alan—this is ya typical bleeder.”

I froze for a second. My only contact with death to date had been the death of my grandmother when I was sixteen. There was nothing visually disturbing about her death. Not for me, at least. It was clean. A wooden box and a set of sliding doors that closed behind her were all I had to deal with. Whatever was awaiting me in that motel bathroom was going to represent death in a way that I knew nothing about. Suddenly I had a reality check. I wasn’t sure if it was a line I was ready to cross. My only certainty was that I would find it easier to deal with if Neal was not talking his talk as I tiptoed into the room.

Just twenty-four hours ago the bathroom would have been white. This was a national motel chain, meaning that while basic and plain in design, it would have been generally clean. The room would have been cleaned every day. This place couldn’t have been more than a few years old. Looking at the fittings between all the splattered blood, I got the impression that the room scrubbed up pretty well. And it would take some scrubbing. Everything was tainted: the walls, the shower booth and fittings, the sink, the toilet, and the floor were all smeared with blood. In some places the blood went all the way to the top of the walls, not quite reaching the ceiling, but almost. Most of it was just splashed around, except for the floor, which was covered with bloody footprints—patterns made with bare feet, as in a child’s painting. There was a telephone mounted on the wall next to the toilet. Why do they do that? I wondered. I didn’t want anybody calling me when they were on the toilet. But maybe it was for situations such as this one. Is it possible that the telephone was mounted there with the suicidal in mind? Maybe hotel management had learned from experience that if you put a phone in the bathroom the suicides won’t walk out into the bedroom with their slit wrists bleeding all over the carpet. That they will remain contained on the easy-to-clean tiled floor?

“That’s pretty, ain’t it? You see the phone?” Neal asked as he hovered in the doorway. “That’s pretty typical—fuckers slit their wrists and as soon as they’ve done it they wanna call somebody up to tell them all about it.”

I was starting to freak out a little. I was a long way from my comfort zone. I stood staring at the blood, wishing I could pretend it was something else. In fact, if Neal Smither would have just shut up for a minute, I was pretty convinced that I could separate myself from the reality. But Neal wouldn’t shut up.

“You gonna take any pictures or are you just gonna stand there?” asked the indelible Neal Smither.

Neal is so harsh a character that once he has entered your head you will remember him for the rest of your life. He is like a bad stain that you can’t scrub away. When the time comes to face your own death, Neal, if you have met him, will no doubt be on your mind. I am certain he will be there at the forefront of my own mental commentary when I die. In fact, I am already convinced that Death himself will be wearing a Crime Scene Cleaners, Inc., T-shirt.

I moved around the bathroom, trying to skirt the blood as I took pictures. It was hard for me to work out what I felt about this loss of life. My ego was in the way. The answer was too dependent on what kind of person I was, or, more to the point, what kind of person I wanted to be. Did I feel for this wasted life? Was it a tragedy? Or was I simply indifferent to it? I looked through the lens of my camera and pondered as I snapped away, aware that I should care, slightly aware that I didn’t, but very aware that I wanted to switch to my wide-angle lens so that I could get more of the blood in the frame. Only now, looking back, can I honestly say I had no feelings at all. I knew nothing of this life. To me it wasn’t even a life, it was just blood on a wall, fingerprints on the phone—a guy called James whom I had never met. It was an article I was going to make money on. But Neal’s crass-ness made me feel like I should have cared. If I didn’t, who would? Did someone like James have any loved ones? If he felt the need to lock himself in a strange room and cut his own wrists, he clearly didn’t think so. But without putting a face to the death, a body maybe, what can you feel? It’s just blood on a wall.

“Alan, if you want any of that porn you should just take it, it’s just gonna get thrown out otherwise,” offered Neal.

I was wondering when I would find time to pickup gifts for friends, but I didn’t think transgender porn stolen from a dead guy was a suitable gift for anybody.

The motel room door clicked and opened. A tall, thin, well-groomed man in his midthirties poked his head around the door. He was wearing a yellow tie with red dots, which he stroked nervously while he spoke.

“Do you have any idea how long you guys are going to be? This room is booked out.”

Booked out? I thought to myself. There was a guy’s blood on the floor, drugs were smeared across the table, and a rubber breast lay on the bed. Could he let this room out? Was it legal? Was there not supposed to be some kind of cool-off period? An exorcism at the very least? No, apparently not. If it’s clean it’s available. It was a gallant effort, James, but corporate America is not about to let you screw with a schedule, I thought.

“Two hours max,” said Neal, taking on a more serious tone. “He was good enough to stay in the bathroom, so this will be fast and easy.”

“Just the way you like it,” I said flippantly to the manager. A laugh slipped out as I spoke. I really was referring to the availability of the room. But for some inappropriate reason I was struck by the sexual innuendo. It was the kind of put-down two friends in a bar might banter with. I knew it was wrong—both to say what I had said and to then laugh about it, but there was no keeping it in. The fact that neither Neal nor the manager batted an eyelid sent me into a fit of schoolboy guffaws that I had to smother with my hand as I turned and walked back into the main room.

“Okay,” the manager said after a few seconds. “Well, just as soon as you can.”I was relieved as I sensed that the manager was about to leave. But then I heard Neal speak again.

“Did you see the porn?” he asked the manager.

“Yes, I saw the porn,” the manager said with an air of impatience as he stood wondering where this conversation was going. Even I was intrigued enough to edge back toward the bathroom so as not to miss anything. After a short but pregnant pause, Neal looked the manager straight in the eye.

“Do you want to take any of it?” he asked.

“Just put everything in the garbage!” The manager, unamused, turned and slammed the door behind him.

“Jeeeeeez, Alan!” Neal said as I tried to control my laughter. “You can’t insult my clients like that.”

“Neal, I really never meant to.” I told him. “I really didn’t mean it like that. It just came out wrong.”

“I know, I know. I’m not sweating it, dude. Did you see his face? He didn’t think that was funny, dude. But then he didn’t think the porn was funny either. Christ! Lighten up, Mr. Manager Dude!”

Neal was on his knees in the bathroom. He was wearing a blue all-in-one protective suit and yellow rubber gloves. In his right hand he had a bottle of chemical enzyme that he kept pumping up with pressure before spraying it over the floor. He squirted small areas and then with tissue began to mop up the blood. Like a window cleaner, Neal sang to while away the time as he worked.

Whether it’s a scabby knee or a hanging head
We don’t care just as long as you’re dead
We’ll clean on our knees happily
Just as long as your check clears the bank



Good God! I thought as a shockwave pulsed through my body. What a nasty bastard. The magazine editors will love you.

Neal worked fast, scrubbing at some of the tougher patches of blood with his brush, humming his joyful ditties as he went. He was sweating a lot, but didn’t take a second to wipe his brow.

“You see, Alan,” he began without looking up, “I couldn’t give a fuck about scumbags like this. If you take your own life you’re a weak, selfish scumbag. You know what I’m saying? You’re not thinking about ma and pa who have to then go around and deal with all your freaky shit that you left behind. You saw the porn out there. This guy was a freak. Fuck him. If he wanted to die, good. I’m glad he made a mess.”

“But don’t you feel any sympathy, Neal?” I asked, shocked that he was talking like this to a journalist with a minidisk recorder in his hand.

“I feel sorry for the parents, you know, who have to deal with this. The maid, too—she didn’t wake up this morning and ask for this freak to be dead in one of her rooms. She didn’t ask for this freaky fuck to bleed to death on the toilet. But do I really care?” There was a pause here. You could almost hear strings snapping as Neal tried to work out if he cared. “No! I mean how could I? I don’t know this person from Adam, you know, and from what I have seen I wouldn’t want to, either. But this is how I make my living. If I cared about death, if I started to think about that shit, I couldn’t do my job, and I like my job. I work hard. I earn a shitload of money for it and I don’t want anybody else doing it. It’s as simple as that, dude!”

We didn’t talk much after that. Neal concentrated on what he was doing. He scrubbed and wiped for the next hour and for the most part I watched. All the tissue was eventually put in a waste bag. Neal went back into the bathroom for one last inspection, where he got down on his hands and knees and peered into every nook and cranny.

“You really have to check your work in this job,” Neal said as he carried out his search. “You’d be amazed how blood just gets itself into places you would never expect.The last thing you want to do in this game is to leave blood behind.”

Satisfied, Neal burst out of the room carrying his own equipment and the waste bag full off bloody tissue. He breezed into the lobby, had them sign a piece of paper, and wished the staff a nice day as he dashed for the door.

A month later, I was back in my apartment in Copenhagen, reading e-mails. There was one from Rolling Stone magazine, telling me that they wanted the Crime Scene Cleaner story and that they would make me an offer within the next few days. There was another e-mail from Penthouse. They wanted to know if this story had been published before and, if not, where should they send the contract. They wanted worldwide rights and their offer was by far the largest amount I had ever been offered for an article. But, in the end, I didn’t sell the story to Penthouse or Rolling Stone. An editor friend in Denmark suggested that instead of selling worldwide rights, I sell the story country by country. This is what I did, and as more and more sales were confirmed I gave myself a mental pat on the back. With sales in more than fifteen countries, it was confirmed that I really had learned how to deliver death-as-entertainment. So that was that. For my part, it had been a job well done and I would not have to give Neal Smither another thought ever again.

When the payments for the story started to arrive I remember thinking that it had been worth it. Neal may have been an unbearable bugger, but I’d had the last laugh. I’d work with assholes more often, I thought, if I could earn that much every time.

I did manage to forget about Neal for a while, but he continued to niggle at me from time to time. I’d pass a four-car pile up on the highway and I’d imagine Neal peering through the shattered window of a wrecked car: “Ooooh! Nice!” he’d say. There’d be a movie on TV with a gruesome murder scene and I’d think: Neal could have that cleaned up in no time. I’d see an episode of CSI and I’d chuckle, “They need to cast Neal in this program. He could act. He is an act.”

Seeing Neal as an act struck me like a thunderbolt. Neal had shown me several articles that the American press had written about him and his methods. At the time, I thought he was being used and was too dumb to see it. But maybe the media wasn’t using Neal as I had previously thought. Maybe Neal was using the media. Maybe he had used the media’s appetite for death to promote his company. All that “praying for death” business—he knew exactly what the media would do with that. He knew exactly what I would do with that. I started to wonder if I had done Neal an injustice.

An image of Neal with the transgender porn popped back into my head. It wasn’t the image of him laughing or offering the porn to the motel manager. It was an image of him putting the porn in with some other rubbish.

“His family will be pretty upset as it is. They don’t need to deal with this stuff.”

Had I got him completely wrong? In among all the blood and gore, had I completely missed the real story? Maybe there was something more relevant. A story about how modern society deals with death? Or about how we seem to use death,be entertained by death, and have even managed to turn it into a commodity?

These questions began to circulate in my head with more frequency. But no matter how often I asked them, I never could find reasonable answers. I did begin to realize, though, that as a writer I’d messed up. I’d cashed in and had remained totally blind to any idea that there might have been another, much more interesting story connected to Neal Smither.

Once again I was on the phone booking a plane ticket. I had decided to go back and do this story properly.

Which leads me to the here and now: L.A. airport, where I am trying to fend off a nineteen-year-old Buddhist who is offering to autograph his hardback book, not for a fee, but a donation of fifteen dollars. He follows me with his incessant chatter while I look for a sign for where I should catch the shuttle bus that will take me to my rental car. But I don’t mind. I have an enormous grin on my face. I am very happy to be back. I am even looking forward to seeing Neal.


FEAR AND LOATHING IN SANTA CRUZ

As I sit in my hired, white Chevy Cavalier, poorly refreshed from a bad night’s sleep in a dirty motel, I realize that I can’t remember whether it’s Route 1 or Route 101 that follows the ocean from L.A. all the way to San Francisco. I stop in three different gas stations as I head out of town, but they have only local maps, and not the state map I am looking for. Eventually I ask a pair of mechanic’s legs that poke out from beneath a yellow truck, and a muffled voice assures me it’s Route 101 that I’m looking for. I hear snippets about a bunch of rights and lefts that I need to take, and once again I slip the car into Drive.

The drive from L.A. to San Francisco is breathtaking from the very beginning. Even before you get out of Malibu you have the ocean on your left, dotted with million-dollar beach houses, and imposing orange cliffs that tower over you on the right. Pretty soon you are climbing up into the mountains where you are confronted by an unmeddled-with landscape. Even after the long flight and no sleep, as I look at these grand views, I realize I can’t remember when I last felt so awake, so alive.

It’s exactly what I need before I slip into four death-coated weeks.

Still, the vast open landscape can be a little intimidating to city eyes that are used to signs for Starbucks and McDonald’s blocking their vision. As my eyes flick and dart around in a bid to take in all the unfamiliar contours, I become aware of the adrenaline rush. I am experiencing the kind of excitement that comes when there is a hint of danger. I am, after all, driving an unfamiliar car on what is for me the wrong side of an unfamiliar road. To my left there’s a precipice that could send me free-falling into a beautiful abyss, but, sadly, one that ends eventually with a rather tragic and life-ending crunch.

I watch the locals as they whiz by in the other direction, or drive up close behind me, frustrated by my slow and cautious pace. They no longer see what I see. The beautiful landscapes have become run-of-the-mill to those who live with them.

I call Neal to remind him that I am driving up and will be with him the following day. I get his answering service; they tell me that he, too, is driving back from L.A. Instantly I am on the lookout for his big black truck. I imagine him passing me on the inside at a hundred miles per hour. I see myself chasing after him, just for sport, honking my horn and waving as I pull up alongside him. The image I have of Neal is this: He would look at me down there in my little white rental car and mutter something along the lines of “What does this motherfucker want?” before dragging his steering wheel sharply to the right and banging my car off the 101, down a gorge, and into an eventual fireball that would burn me to a crisp and render Neal’s services, frustratingly for him, unnecessary.

I exit the 101 for gas and another attempt at buying a map, aware that while the views are still very impressive, I left the ocean some sixty miles back and am still suspicious about Route 101 being the right choice. With my purchase in hand, I stroll over to a tanker driver who is delivering fuel and ask him for some navigational assistance. He is a big bald-headed man with a drooping mustache and tattoos up his arms. He has the look of a guy who, in a movie, would be playing the part of a convicted killer.

“Oh, cool, you want to go through the Big Sur and up that way, huh? You should keep your camera handy. Well, look, we’re here….”

I’m not far off course. Route 1 and Route 101 cross each other regularly on the journey to San Francisco. All I need to do, in fact, is continue for another ten miles or so and I will run into signs for Route 1, the correct route. I swing the car around and head for the exit of the gas station. But, as I do, the truck driver walks in front of me and gestures for me to stop.

“Can you do me a favor?” he asks.

Favor? What can it be, this favor? I only asked him for some simple directions and now I find myself indebted to the bugger.

“Of course,” I smile.

“Drive real safe when you’re out there,” he says in earnest.“It’s a real winding, treacherous road with some real steep drops. Just … you know, enjoy the view, but be careful.”

Well, I’ll be damned, I think to myself as I drive off. Oh, what a cynical asshole am I. Why, in my mind, did he have to want something? All he wanted was for me to be safe, to not kill myself through stupid driving.

I decided to make this drive because I wanted to go through some kind of mental purification. I know what lies ahead in San Francisco: blood, ghastliness, death, pity, and a rather loud Neal Smither. I need this drive as preparation, to cleanse me, to bring me to the project as open and refreshed as I can possibly be. I feel that if I haven’t emptied my head of the things that clutter a daily life, there will not be room for what I am soon to deal with. As I cruise around the valleys, I know that this drive along the ocean was the right move.

California must have some of the most stunning landscapes in the world, and the views from Route 1, with the ocean constantly moving and coming at you from all angles, must be the most stunning of the state. One minute I am at eye level with the water; the next, the ocean languishes at the bottom of a thousand-foot cliff. For so long I have been driving through the mist, unable to see more than twenty feet in front of me on the winding cliff edges, but now the sun is breaking through again. Instead of mist, as I coast around a 180-degree edge, I am greeted once again with the bright blue sky of California.

When the next opportunity presents itself, I pull over into a lookout point. I notice a guy sitting on a boulder; he has a big unkempt dog with him and a cardboard sign. The sign looks out of place up on the cliffs. For the last thirty minutes I have not seen another car going in my direction. Maybe five max going the other way. That figure reduced to the amount of people who stop at this viewpoint and then reduced again to actual people willing to give money to a homeless guy reduces all the way down to pretty much nobody.

“How long have you been up here?” I ask him, digging into my pockets.

“ ’Bout four months. Van broke down. Just trying to get back home to Pismo Beach.”

He is in camouflage from head to foot, clearly hungry, and glad of his dog’s company. His big black beard is matted. His sunken eyes are framed by gritty creases. Sweat streaks have made tracks on his skin. His eyes have an acrid glint, reflecting all the new and expensive sports cars that have stopped at this viewpoint over the last four months. They reflect the couples who jumped out of their cars giggling while holding a camera at arm’s length to snap a self-portrait, as one such couple is doing now. The couple jumps back in the convertible and wheel-spins away, looking at me as they go as if to say, “Schmuck!”

“Probably die up here,” the guy with the sign says as the dust from the wheel spin drifts around us. He reaches out and takes the five-dollar bill from my hand. I can’t imagine where he might spend these five dollars up here on a mountainside. So, unless his van is alive and well, waiting for him at the next viewpoint—meaning he has just scammed me of five bucks—there’s a good chance he will die up here. There’s an awkward pause as these thoughts pass through my head and I find myself hoping that he has just scammed me. I don’t know if I have ever met a valid candidate for suicide before, but as I stand next to this man, both of us looking out over the vast ocean, I feel I have now. But what makes him, in my eyes, a candidate for suicide? Is it just his sadness that pushes me to connect him with death? Do people commit suicide because of something as simple, real, and necessary as sadness?

I have always felt that suicide was connected to communication. Not due to a lack of opportunity, but to an impossibility to communicate and be understood. It can be frustrating to try to share something with somebody, something important and real to you, and see in the face of another person that he either doesn’t care or, worse still, simply doesn’t understand you. Of course, it is inevitable that this will happen from time to time, but imagine if it were always that way. Imagine if every time you tried to communicate and connect with another human being you fell short. If you never make any sense to anybody, if you never connect, you hold no value: you are truly alone. There are those who can survive as genuine outsiders, and then there are those who can’t.

The man here on the boulder is alone in regard to human company. He has these landscapes, sure, but going by the expression on his face, the absurdity of it, it’s not enough. He is an outsider himself, but he seems not to be a surviving outsider. I find myself wondering how long he has left.

There’s no escaping death in life. I had, however, truly expected to at least forget death on my little road trip from L. A. to S. F., but it seems that even here, on a journey that for the most part is unpopulated, there is no getting away from it. I find myself angry for stopping here. I am angry at having met this man, because now I feel like I can’t leave him. I should drive him to Pismo Beach.

Would that save him or just delay something inevitable?

Who knows? Maybe he doesn’t need saving; maybe this is me getting ahead of myself, putting myself into somebody else’s mind. But still, when I look at him I can’t escape the vision of him scooping up his dog and sprinting off the edge of the cliff.

The silence we share as he sits looking at the sea, and I sit wondering about his chances of survival, is strangely calm. It doesn’t feel awkward. It’s just two strangers sharing a beautiful view, one wondering if the other will die soon.

I say good-bye to the man, pat the dog on the head, and go about my own business.

Should I have done more? I wonder as I wind my way along the road. Probably. So much for cleansing myself of death. Instead, here I am worrying that I have just left this lonely and stranded guy to commit suicide. I pull into the next viewpoint and study the map. Pismo Beach is even on my way. I could.

But I have seen this camouflage-clad, bearded outsider before: he’s been in dozens of movies, as have I, the guilt-tripped unsuspecting idiot with a car and an empty passenger seat.

I drive back to the last viewpoint, willing myself to turn around and not do this. But something keeps me going. I don’t want this guy to commit suicide.

Of course, I wouldn’t know either way. But I would know that I had not offered to help him travel in a direction in which I am going anyway.

And now, as I look at the boulder where he once sat, I can see that I never will know, because the boulder is now empty. I am half tempted to get out of the car to see if I can find a set of footprints running off the edge of the cliff. But I don’t. I smile and think, Enjoy the five dollars you just scammed from me, and drive off once again in the direction of San Francisco, promising myself I will think no more of death until I am face-to-face with Neal Smither.

After nine hours of driving I make it to Santa Cruz, where, tired and terribly lonely from my time in the car, I am going to spend the night. I had had plans of finding somewhere nice to stay, but having got myself stuck on a traffic-jammed one-way system, with no idea where it goes, I give up on the idea. I am tired and hungry and pull into the first cheap motel I see.

I dump my bags in the room and quickly head out for food. I walk toward the ocean, imagining a cold beer in a pretty little beachside café. Any of you who know Santa Cruz will know that this is a notion of utter madness. The part of Santa Cruz where I find myself looks like a meth slum. People who are clinging to the bottom rung of society sit on stoops and lean against lampposts. One woman holds a steaming tin can in a paper napkin as she shovels forkfuls of goop into her drawn face. Her expression suggests that she doesn’t know where tomorrow’s tinned meal is going to come from.

“Excuse me, can you tell me if there are any cafés around here?” I ask a girl who looks very attractive from behind. She’s tall and slim with long, flowing, neatly brushed blond hair.

“What do you want?” she asks, turning to me. Her face is drawn and covered in sores.

“Er, um, I don’t mind really, I’m just hungry,” I tell her, even though the sensation of hunger has now left me.

“There’s a 7-Eleven two blocks up,” she says, pointing.

A 7-Eleven you say? How appetizing! As I move away I realize that I am walking in fear. I’ve quickened my pace, lengthened my stride, trying to bring myself back to my motel, where I wonder about my safety even behind a locked door. Luckily, the motel has a vending machine and I am able to ease my hunger with a pack of Oreos and a Snickers bar. Closing my door behind me, I notice a sign on the inside that reads: FOR YOUR PROTECTION, WHEN IN ROOM ENGAGE DEAD BOLT AND SECURITY LATCH.

What? I am not safe even behind a locked door? I need extra security? A dead bolt? Is there simply no escaping death in the USA? Maybe I have been in Copenhagen too long. Denmark is a small country of only five million people, and therefore all incidents are scaled down in number. We live, for the most part, free of fear and concern. I turn on the TV and flick through the channels. Surely there is something to occupy my mind? Surely this, the land of entertainment, has something for a scared little Englishman cowering on his dirty little bed.

“They were having a barbecue on top of the bodies! I’ll tell you what goes through my mind when I hear it, it’s called D. P. DEATH PENALTY!”


Yes, the land of entertainment does have something for a scared little Englishman: More death!

It seems that even before I make it to Neal Smither and the Crime Scene Cleaners I am surrounded by death on all angles. It seems that every way I turn, people are rubbing my nose in death. I am not used to it. It is freaking me out. How on earth can I expect to survive a month with Neal Smither and his Crime Scene Cleaners if I can’t even handle the onslaught of death thrown my way by entertainment and strangers on mountainsides?

I find myself presented with a simple choice: I can give myself willingly to the television, knowing that nearly every channel (including most of the cartoon networks) will be pushing death in one form or another, or I can hide my camera and laptop under the bed and once again head out into the real world.

Less concerned than I was earlier, but still walking fast, I head toward the colorful neon lights that adorn bar windows around the world. I buy myself a Corona and place fifty cents on the pool table where two rough-looking Hispanics are playing a game. There aren’t many people in this dirty bar, with its barmaid who looks like she was recently sheep-dipped and its walls that are covered in pictures of yesteryear: pictures of a time when the boardwalks were bustling with a holiday crowd. Some of the people in the bar are staring at me and in fairness to them, I do stand out a little. I am the cleanest person in the bar by at least a month.

When it’s my turn on the pool table I stroll over and offer a hand to my opponent.

“Hey, I’m Alan.”

He shakes my hand but doesn’t speak. I rack up; he breaks. Nothing goes down but the white. I am surprised when I make my first three shots. I feel certain that I will miss soon. But I don’t. Instead, I find myself naming the corner pocket for the black, a dead straight shot of about twenty inches. I lie across the table with one leg cocked up on the side and draw the cue back. Happy, because I have never stepped up to a pool table and cleared up before.

“You have to pot the black there!” the Mexican says.

He is pointing to the pocket that’s nestling under my crotch. I stand up.

“Why?” I ask.

“ ’Cause you mus’ pot the black in the opposite pocket to da lass ball you pot. Your lass ball went in dis corner, the black must go in dat corner, or you lose, my friend.”

I have never heard of this rule before. But I am still a bit nervous about my surroundings, so I shan’t mention that this would have been a nice piece of information to have been furnished with from the outset. Instead, I adjust my angle and actually feel a little relieved at the impossibility of the shot.

I pull the cue back, follow through gently, remove my right leg from the table, and watch as the eight ball comes toward me. Rolling slowly, it disappears into the pocket that the Mexican said I had to aim for. It was a ridiculous shot, one that I couldn’t make again in a hundred attempts. It was the kind of shot that could get a stranger beaten up if he was in the wrong bar, in the wrong part of town.

I look at the Mexican with fear in my eyes, and remembering a line from one of my favorite British films, Withnail and I, I have the urge to scream, “Please don’t hit me, I have cancer: if you hit me it will be murder!”

“What you say your name was?” he asks, looking me in the eye.

“Alan,” I croak.

“Hey, Wendy, a beer for my friend Alan! That was good game; where you from?”“England,” I gush with relief.

I am soon engaged in conversation with a crowd of guys at the bar, all of us drinking lots of beer. I am asked why I am in America. I tell them that I’m on my way to San Francisco, to work with a guy who cleans up suicides and homicides.

“He do what?”

The conversation continues for a few minutes in Spanish without me.

“What about da bodies, do … are they there?”

As the interest grows and the voices get louder, more and more people come over. If someone’s friend enters the bar they are called over to listen to my Neal Smither stories. I tell them stories from my previous visits with Crime Scene Cleaners; I tell them about the scene of the shotgun suicide that Neal took me to last year. They seem genuinely freaked out by the tale. They can’t believe that somebody makes his living in this manner.

“He makes a lot of money from this,” I tell them.

“I stay poor,” a man named Diablo tells me, not living up to his nickname.

The interesting thing about the conversation is that nobody has ever given any thought as to how such bloody scenes get cleaned up. Who cleans up the mess left by the triple homicide that took place in the house across the road? Nobody seems to have an idea. I notice that their grasp of the topic of death has largely been defined by Hollywood. We can imagine all the many and varied ways in which people can die, can be murdered, from the blood squirting from a slit throat to the bloody and charred pulp of a blown-up torso, because we have seen that thousands of times on TV. But we can’t imagine how that blood is cleaned from the wall, or how the brain is scooped from the floor, because that part is very rarely, if ever, featured in films and TV dramas. It has not been depicted to us, so we can’t begin to imagine it or even accept that somebody real has to clean it up. For the most part, people seem confused about this. Clean it up? That stuff doesn’t get cleaned up; they just pull the set down and move on to the next film.

Wrong. Death is not a special effect. It does get cleaned up, and across most of America the man behind that cleanup is Neal Smither.

The chitchat in the bar flits from death to death. From Neal to a crash scene somebody’s cousin saw a month back, to an uncle who is an EMT and the many war stories he has shared over drinks.

What strikes me from this conversation is that there’s a clearly marked line of separation between the average person on the street and those who deal with death on a regular basis. There’s an aura, a morbid fascination, around EMTs, firemen, policemen, morticians, and even, in the case of men like Neal Smither, those who clean up the scenes of death. It’s as if they have become part of an inner circle, a secret society that lives within the realms of something that for most stifles us with fear. They are respected for their work, but also looked upon with an air of suspicious awe: suspicious because maybe they know something about death that the rest of us don’t want to know; maybe they are in league with the dark one. Admire those who work with death, the people in this bar seem to be saying, but do it from afar.

I ran out of money about an hour ago. Having not planned to hang out in a bar all night, I came ill-equipped. As much as I try, however, I appear unable to run out of beer and tequila. That’s not entirely true. The tequila in front of me is the same one that was put there forty-five minutes ago and it will remain there until somebody else drinks it. If I were stupid enough to drink it I would be done for. I would later be found in the gutter. Even without the tequila I am swimming in the realms of drunken splendor.

A bunch of the guys, José, Bob, Diablo, and some other guy whose name I can’t remember, are leaving. They offer me a ride back to my motel. Foolishly, I find myself getting into the car. As I am squashed in the middle of the backseat, the fear I experienced earlier today comes flooding back.

I am asking myself how I can be so stupid as to be in the back of a car, driven by a drunk Hispanic I’ve only known for a few hours, sandwiched between some of the dirtiest guys I have ever met, when my motel is just half a mile up the street.

As we wheel-spin from the side of the road I am truly in a state of panic. My throat is tight; my legs feel heavy and my arms weak. The guys all seem different now. Their laughter has turned somehow demonic. I tell myself that I must get out of this. I will fight if I have to. I just know in my heart that fighting won’t get me anywhere. I am little match for four guys. I have no heroic notions about my physical abilities. What I have is a rather pathetic yearning to beg for my life.

As the car turns away from the street where my motel is (oh dear God where are they taking me?), I start to consider best-and worst-case scenarios. At this point, scared as I am, I would be happy with a beating. This thought lifts the spirits a bit. Yeah, a beating’s not so bad. I could live with a beating.

After stopping at a liquor store for more booze, the car doubles back and I am dropped off outside my motel. One of the guys, I think Diablo, cries out, “God bless the Queen,” as the car screeches off up the road. I scurry back to my room with a light sheen of sweat and panic about me, realizing, as I enter the room, that I left the television on:

“… that trial out of Elkhorn, Wisconsin, of the man who is accused of poisoning his wife. Perhaps you’ve been following this and would like more detail …”


I switch off the TV, aware finally and stupidly of where all my fear came from. Every image that sent me spiraling further into panic—the cars, the demonic laughter, driving in the opposite direction to my motel—they are all scenes lifted from films.

I go to bed knowing that this death business is actually not for me. I have serious concerns about what is going to happen to me when surrounded by real, and not make-believe, death.




End of sample
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